An Interview with Gloria Whelan
Dwight Blubaugh with Janna Leyrer, Kayla Paul, and MacKenzie Spillner
It was a once-in-a-lifetime event for three fourth graders, a face-to-face interview with children's author Gloria Whelan at her home near Mancelona, Michigan. Jonna Leyrer, Kayla Paul, and MacKenzie Spillner beat out their classmates by reading the most Whelan books in their North western Elementary School classroom, earning them the opportunity to travel with their teacher and two chaperones to Ms. Whelan's home.
Gloria Whelan is the author of 23 children's books and three books for adults. Her most recent novel, Homeless Bird, won the National Book Award / Children's DiviSion this past fall. This prestigious award carries a $10,000 prize. The novel also made the New York Times bestseller list. Homeless Bird, set in India, tells the story of Koly, a 13-year-old bride who soon becomes a widow and must live with her late husband's family. She is treated as an outcast by her mother-in-law, who eventually takes her to a city for Widows and abandons her there. She must learn to survive and find her way through life in a city of strangers.
Ms. Whelan'S rustic log home sits at the end of a half-mile long, twisting driveway. It is sur rounded by forest. and on three sides by Oxbow Lake. The Whelans had the home built in the early 1960s and used it as a cottage until 1973. when they moved there because they loved the north woods. They own all the land surrounding the lake other than 500 feet owned by the State of Michi gan.
To make the trip to Whelan's, the North western group braved a five-hour drive with traffic jams on treacherous, icy freeways to reach their overnight rooms in Gaylord. The next morning's drive to Mancelona and Twin Lakes was filled with beautiful, rugged scenery, and as the miles ticked away, the students' anticipation built.
Upon arrival, the school group was wel comed by Ms. Whelan, who invited them to look around and make themselves at home. After in troductions. brief talk, and a quick exploration of the spacious home, the group sat down to lunch with Ms. Whelan and her husband, Dr. Joseph Whelan. Ms. Whelan served her grandchildren's favorite meal: taco fixings on Tostito chips. Sev eral people went back for seconds and thirds-"writ ing is obviously not Ms. Whelan'S only talent.
Throughout lunch, Ms. Whelan kept the students engaged in conversation which covered many tOPiCS. She inquired which books the girls had read or heard, and what their reactions to them were.
With several Windows looking out over the woods and the lake, conversation soon turned to the abundant wildlife surrounding the house. The Whelans related stories of eagles, playful otters that climbed the lake bank and slid back down into the water, many loons. and a pet goose left behind when a company finished setting up an oil drilling rig (given away when the winter weather got too bad). As a lover of all this nature, Gloria sometimes hikes through the woods in warmer weather, which of ten brings ideas for her books.
The Eaton Rapids group also learned about the Whelan family. Dr. Whelan practiced neurol ogy in several Detroit hospitals until the move north. He then continued his practice in Petoskey for sev eral more years before retiring. The Whelans' two grown children still reside in Detroit, where Joe and Gloria spend a lot of their time. The children and grandchildren, in turn, spend the holidays with them each year in Mancelona. The Whelans' daugh ter shares her mother's interest in literature, work ing as a librarian in Detroit. Their son works with computers as a business development manager in Detroit. When he got his mother her first com puter. she was intimidated for the first six months. but now she loves writing with it. Though their "family" has included several German shepherds, the Whelans are currently between dogs.
The Whelans' warmth and generosity showed clearly throughout the visit.
After lunch, Ms. Whelan showed the stu dents her office and talked about her writing rou tine-she writes at her i-Mac computer for about four hours each morning. ending around noon. With yet another view of Oxbow Lake, the office is adorned with signs of Whelan's accomplishments and things dear to her. These include a toy stuffed moose head hanging on the wall with the National Book Award medal hanging from its antlers, a poster of the nearby AuSable River, which has found its way into many of Whelan's books, and covers from some upcoming Gloria Whelan books. Another poster for a celebration of Ernest Hemingway's hun dredth birthday illustrates her admiration for an author she wrote about in her novel, The Pathless Woods.
Dr. Whelan's large office contains two full walls of bookshelves, including his collection of first edition copies of John O'Hara's books. Gloria had completed a collection of first editions by British author, Henry James, but when she visited his home in England, she learned that it did not con tain a collection of his works, so she donated her collection to the British National Trust for Henry James's home.
Next came a mass book signing session, and looking at a shelf of books written by Gloria Whelan, including some translated into foreign language editions. She gave each student an autographed copy of her recent book Miranda's Last Stand and completed the teacher's Whelan collection with the last four needed books. The Whelans' warmth and generosity showed clearly throughout the visit.
Finally, the time came for the most impor tant part of the visit, the students' interview with Ms. Whelan. The teacher got the video camera rolling, and the conversation began. (Some of the dialogue has been slightly changed for purposes of clarity or correction.) NW (Northwestern students): Are there any se quels coming to any of your books, especially the Libby Mitchell books and the Island series? GW (Gloria Whelan): No, I don't plan any sequels. I think that Mary O'Shea is pretty happy, and I don't think I'm going to write any sequels to the Mackinac Island books unless I write a sequel called. maybe, The Children qfthe Island because Mary and White Hawk will probably have children. And we know that Jacques and his wife have a baby, and her sister, Angelique, so it might be in teresting to see what they're going to do, maybe in fifteen years from where the last book stopped, twelve years. something like that. So that might be a possibility, but I don't plan to do that. at least for a little while.
NW: What's your favorite book that you've writ ten so far?
GW:
Well, I think Homeless Bird because that seemed to be so interesting for me to write. It was different from anything I've written, and I had to do a lot of learning when I was writing about it. I had to learn a lot about India before I could
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write it, and that was such an interesting coun try. So right now I'd say maybe Homeless Bird.
NW:
What are you working on now? And what books are waiting to be published?
GW:
The next will be coming out next fall, and that is Angel on the Square, about Russia, and about a girl whose mother is lady in waiting to Empress Alexandra, when everything sort of gets turned upside down in Russia, and what happens to her. I've also finished the sequel to that book, which is called A Thousand Miles to Dudinka (a city in Sibe ria) because at the end of the first book, the two main characters eventually get married and they have children. The second book starts in 1934, and the parents are exiled to Siberia, and the two children have to find them. So that's the next book that's coming out, but that won't be out for a little while. And I also have a book coming out next spring called Fruitlands, which is a story about Louisa May Alcott. who was my favorite writer when I was growing up. This is the story about eight months that her family spent in a sort of a strange community, a Utopian community. Utopian means that you want everything to be perfect, and they went off to a farm, and they lived a very strange life for eight months, and this is sort of what I imagine Louisa May Alcott's journal would have been like, had she kept a journal at that time. She did keep a journal, but most oUt is lost, so I sort offilled in.
1 don't think 1 ever really sat down and thought, "I want to be an author:' Ijust kept writing and then pretty soon 1 was an au thor.
NW:
Who are your favorite children's authors? GW: I've been writing as long as I can remember. When I was in elementary school, I wrote poetry, and so I just kept writing. I wrote short stories for adults, and when we moved up here, I wrote a novel for young people. I don't think I ever really sat down and thought, "I want to be an author." I just kept writing and then pretty soon I was an author.
Why do you write so many books about Native Americans?
GW: I didn't know that I was going to write about Native Americans, but I wanted to write a story about what Michigan was like when Michigan was celebrat ing its sesquicentennial, which means its 150th birthday, and you can't write about Michigan with out writing about Native Americans because they were a very important part of Michigan at that time. So I started reading about Native Americans to learn for this book that I was writing, which was Next Spring an Oriole, and I became so faSCinated with the story about Native Americans that I just-(called away to telephone)
How accurate is the history in your books?
GW: I try to make it absolutely as accurate as I can because I know that a lot of my books, particu larly the Next Spring an Oriole series, are used in classrooms. Like in Miranda's Last Stand, I'm mak ing up some things about the characters. Sitting Bull was actually a part of that Wild West Show, so the basic facts are true, but some of the conversa tion, the dialogue, and so forth, I'm making up.
What kind of research do you do in writing GW: I wrote short stories and poetry for adults.
How did you finally become a published author?
GW: I wrote a story about their drilling for oil on our property right across that lake. You could look out that window and you saw this big oil rig. And we got sort of interested in that whole pro cess. So I wrote a story about a boy that worked on that oil rig and I sent it to an agent. and he Spring 2001 sent it to a publisher. and I was very lucky. It was accepted and published. That was A Clearing in the Forest.
Which of your books are the biggest and smallest sellers? GW: I think that the book that has sold the most copies is Silver. Probably the book that sold the fewest copies was Bringing the Farmhouse Home because they didn't reprint that.
What books of yours are out of print cur rently. and are there any plans to re-release any of them?
GW:
As far as I know, Bringing the Farmhouse Home and The Secret Keeper might be reprinted because Random House just bought a book that I wrote, which is still untitled. Anyhow, that book will be coming out, probably in another year or so, and I think they may go back and re-publish The Secret Keeper, which was one of my favorite books. I'm sorry that went out of print. (A Clearing in the Forest is also out of print.) I get letters from kids all over the country who've read my books. It's a lot of fun to be able to talk with those kids and know that they're reading your stories and to share your stories with them.
NW:
What do you like most about writing?
GW: It's a way of finding out what you're think ing, and it tends to surprise you. You don't know when you sit down what you're going to be writing about, and so you're sort of surprised at what's in your head. But then I also like the idea of being able to share stories with people all over. I get letters from kids all over the country who've read my books. It's a lot of fun to be able to talk with those kids and know that they're reading your sto ries and to share your stories with them.
Are there any books that you've written that did not get published?
GW:
Yes, I've had a couple of books I've written that have never been published. Mter you finish writing a book you send it to a publisher, and maybe that publisher doesn't like it. So then you send it to another publisher, and after you send it to a couple of publishers and they all don't like it, then you sort of get the idea that maybe you need to rewrite that book or maybe there's something wrong with that book, so I've written a couple of books that haven't been published.
NW:
Do you feel bad sometimes when you don't get a book published and you feel that you've done a good job on it?
GW: You do because you've put a lot of work into it. You might work a whole year on a book. and then nobody wants it, so you do feel badly. But by the time you find that out, by then you're right in the middle of working on another book, so you're sort of interested in that book that you're working on, and so you don't feel as badly about it as you might otherwise if you were just sitting there, wait ing to hear what happened to that book. The im portant thing is to start the next book.
What are the books that haven't gotten published?
GW: I wrote a book that takes place in the future and it was sort of a strange book. I sort of know why it didn't get published. And I wrote a chapter book about the Upper Peninsula that was never published-those are the two that I can think of offhand.
Are they books that you're still thinking of revising and trying again to get published?
GW:
Not the one on the Upper Peninsula. The one that takes place in the future, I might go back and work on. NW: Since you won the National Book Award for Homeless Bird, how has it changed your life?
It was such an exciting time. I got to go to New York a couple of times and there was just so much excitement about it. That was a lot of fun. But I think the other thing it made me feel was that, having gotten that award, I wanted to write just as well as I could. So I think it's made me try harder, to write well, and to work hard to live up to that award.
NW:
Why have you used different publishers for so many of your books?
GW:
I started out writing for Putnam's, which was a publisher in New York, and then my editor left there. Eventually I went to Random House. Once a publisher decides to publish your book, they assign you an editor, and an editor is pretty much like a teacher is in school. Let me show you be cause I can show you better than I can describe it. (Ms. Whelan went to get a manuscript from her office.) This is what Night oj the Full Moon looked like when I printed it out on my computer and I sent it in. You can just see, all the way through here, almost every page, all the red marks. So if you were getting an aSSignment back, and your teacher made all these marks, you think, "Wow, I've got a lot of work to do." So the same thing happens-all these marks were made by my edi tor. So they're all suggestions for me to think about to see if I want to make any changes. The editor is really important, so when my editor at Random House went to Harper Collins, then I went with her, so I've sort of followed my editors around, but that's why I've got so many different publishers. The publisher decides whether or not they want to publish a book. If they do, they will assign me an editor, and then that editor is the one who works closely with me on the book. all the way through the publishing of the book. And there are other people involved. There is an art department. For example. for Homeless Bird the art department is the one who put the cover together and decided what it was going to look like inside, with the little birds there, but my editor asked for a special meet ing with the art department and said, "Couldn't we spend the extra money to make this kind of silvery tone," so she had to talk them into doing that. She had to say, "You're going to sell enough of those books to do that," so they went ahead and did that. So your editor is helping you all the way along. She is really a very important part of the book.
NW:
How are the titles selected for your books?
GW:
Homeless Bird was easy-it came from a poem by Tagore trying to figure all that out. And then she kind oflearned embroidery from Annie Oakley. I thought that The Knot was a better title, but the publisher and the editor didn't like that title. Miranda's Last Stand refers to the Battle of the Little Bighorn, which was Custer's Last Stand, but 99 percent of the people wouldn't think of that. I didn't think about it when I first saw it myself. I like this (paperback) cover better, but when the hardcover came out, look how unhappy she looks. She looks like she's going to break into tears, don't you think? See how sad she looks. So they made her smile in the softcover. I just really wasn't very happy with the way they presented the book. But that's how I get the titles. The titles are chosen in lots of differ ent ways. What I see out of the window and what I see when I go walking in the woods find their way into my books. and even in Homeless Bird. when I was writing about India. I was writing about a kingfisher and I was writing about a heron. and I was writing about ducks.
NW:
Are there other authors that try to outdo your books?
GW:
In anything that you do there's a certain amount of competition. You try to do the best you can, so I suppose maybe you're feeling a little com petitive. But we really try to encourage each other and help each other along in our writing. We know that it's hard work sometimes. and it's hard some times to get books published, so we try to encour age each other the most that we can. We try to tell each other when we like their work, and what we like about it. We give them tips if we know ways to get books sold, so basically our relationship is not a competitive one, but one of trying to sup port each other.
NW:
Any parting thoughts?
GW: I can't really think of anything really, excepting that, just as you can see from my of fice, I look out at the lake, I look out at the woods, and I spend a lot of time walking through the woods, and nature is very important to me. What I see out of the window and what I see when I go walking in the woods find their way into my books, and even in Homeless Bird, when I was writing about India, I was writing about a kingfisher and I was writing about a heron, and I was writing about ducks. All those things are in India, but they're also here, so that was kind of a connec tion for me between here and India. So nature is very important to me. We like this lake so much just as it is, we want it to stay just like this. We don't want any houses on it. We want it to re main just like it is forever. So we've put some thing called a conservation easement on the prop erty. We gave away the development rights to an agency of conservation, the Grand Traverse Land Conservancy, and that means that nobody will ever be able to build on the lake, and Oxbow Lake will always stay just exactly like it is. JW: You can't even cut a tree.
About the Author
Dwight Blubaugh teaches fourth grade at North western Elementary in Eaton Rapids. This is the first of what will hopefully be an occasional, ongo ing series of author interviews by his students.
Jonna Leyrer enjoys wrestling and math; Kayla Paul likes to read and play softball; and "Kenzie" Spillner enjoys soccer and softball. All are fourth graders at Nortwestern Elementary School in Eaton Rapids.
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